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abstract
Interested initially in how people develop and manage their identity over major life transitions, I decided 
to research cohabitation among unmarried couples, more specifically to understand how couples co-
create a shared identity through this significant transition in their relationship.  In recent years, emerging 
adults have increasingly turned to cohabitation as a necessary next step in determining long-term 
compatibility with their romantic partners.  However, this transition is often marked by uncertainty and 
tension, as notions existing at multiple levels remain unclear and undefined.

With the high rates of marital disruption driving this trend, many couples see cohabitation as a way to 
mitigate chances of divorce.  Nonetheless, the statistics still remain the same.  Many of the existing 
solutions designed for couples only facilitate day-to-day coordination or address issues after the fact.  To 
understand this design space more deeply, I conducted several interviews and in-home observations 
to understand the characteristics and relational implications of couples cohabiting.  Drawing from 
my exploratory research, I created a series of concepts that were tested with users in the form of 
storyboards, ultimately informing my final design.

Through a human-centered design approach, I created co.habits, a comprehensive service that helps 
couples establish a mutual value system early in their relationship by helping them set shared goals and 
manage finances.  By helping couples communicate more openly about their values, goals, and finances, 
couples can set more realistic expectations and create a shared vision of their future.  While the service 
helps cohabiting couples reflect on and celebrate their shared achievements, it more importantly fosters 
the long-term planning required to keep a committed relationship propelling forward.
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introduction
In recent years, cohabitation has emerged as an increasingly 
prevalent trend among young adults transitioning from singlehood 
to either marriage or an alternatively committed cohabiting 
relationship.  With the onset of the sexual revolution, broader 
economic changes, shifting gender roles, and higher rates of marital 
disruption driving this trend, emerging adults are now turning to 
cohabitation as a practical and necessary next step in determining 
long-term compatibility with their romantic partners.
 
However, despite attempts to determine long-term compatibility 
and potentially mitigate chances of ultimate divorce, the statistics 
for marital disruption remain the same for many who cohabit prior to 
marriage.  Many of the existing solutions designed for couples only 
facilitate day-to-day coordination or address issues after the fact.  
Cohabitation as a whole remains a relatively overlooked space in 
which notions existing at individual, relational, and systemic levels 
remain unclear and poorly defined.  While this transition often marks 
the next stage in a couple’s relationship, it triggers unique relational 
implications and lacks the legal safeguards that often come with 
formal structures like marriage.  

By understanding how individuals negotiate both an individual 
and shared identity as they undergo this critical transition, we can 
perceive cohabitation as an opportunity to take a more preventative 
approach to forming long-term relationships.  My thesis work aims to 
help couples recognize and identify both personal and shared goals 
as they work together to achieve more tangible outcomes.  With 
the support of products and tools to help couples set and manage 
expectations and goals, couples can adopt a purposeful approach 
to a long-term relationship.



a review of relevant 
literature and projects

PART 1
identity management, role 
transitions, & sharing

PART 2
current landscape of 
cohabitation

PART 3
psychological & sociological 
perspectives

PART 4
relevant design research & 
concepts

PART 5
value assessment, goal 
setting & financial planning
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PART 1

Identity Management, Role 
Transitions, & Sharing

My research first surveyed current work that has been done around 
topics of identity, role transitions, and sharing within the household.  

Identity Management

In his analysis of identity, Goffman (1959) likened the presentation of 
self in everyday life to a theatrical performance, in which identity is 
constructed through the actions performed and the roles enacted.  
Managing one’s social role involves not only managing the external 
projection of oneself, but also partaking in internal reflection and 
expectation management.  Goffman claimed that a “person’s social 
roles are the major determinant of the conception of self and social 
identity.”  Thus, to breakdown and understand “the global self” is the 
“sum total of all the roles that the person enacts”.  (Goffman, 1959)

Figure 2.1.1. To break out the 
multiple facets and “social roles” that 
make up one’s identity and understand 
“global self”, I created a mind map of 
the various roles a person may enact 
within his or her lifetime.
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Role Transitions

Allen and van de Vliert (1984) examined current considerations 
in role theory to propose a framework of role transitions.  They 
broke down the role transition process into six components, 
which has driven a psychological approach to understanding 
the major strategies and interventions possible in which to help 
people manage these changes and transitions.  Their framework 
for role transitions can be adopted to understand how design 
can intervene in the process to change antecedent conditions, 
facilitate role transition, reduce strain, alter reactions, and optimize 
consequences.  (Allen & van de Vliert, 1984)

Antecedent 
Conditions

Role 
Transitions

Role Strain Reactions Consequences

ONE.

Changing
Antecedent 
Conditions

TWO.

Facilitating 
Role 

Transition

THREE.

Reducing
Role

Strain

FOUR.

Altering 
Reactions

FIVE.

Optimizing 
Consequences

Design Moderators
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Sharing

Examining sharing in the context of possessions, money, and 
rituals, Belk (2010) pointed to sharing as a “communal act that links 
us to other people...[going] hand in hand with trust and bonding.”  
Within a household, families are bound by “shared family identity.”  
However, unlike married couples who tend to retain greater shared 
ownership, cohabiting, unmarried couples tend to hold a more 
individualistic perspective on ownership over their possessions, 
income, and money management.  Helping cohabiting couples 
adopt strategies for sharing can help drive “feelings of solidarity and 
bonding” needed to form the long-lasting commitment they hope to 
achieve.  (Belk, 2010)

Figure 2.1.2.  Allen and van de 
Vliert’s framework for understand 
role transitions can be adopted 
in the context of design, in which 
various concepts and solutions can 
serve as moderators to intervene 
and strategically tackle the 
challenges of role changes.
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Figure 2.2.1.  TIME Magazine and Pew Research Center recently 
launched a nationwide study and marriage report looking at key 
trends in marriage, as well as cohabitation.  
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PART 2

Current Landscape of Cohabitation

Recent trend reports released by the Pew Research Center (2010) and 
TIME Magazine (2010) spoke of the rising trend in cohabitation before 
marriage.  44% of adults (and more than half of 30- to 49-year-olds) 
mentioned they have cohabited at some point, and nearly two-thirds 
(about 64%) of adults who ever cohabited said they viewed cohabitation 
as a step toward marriage.  Although much research has shown that 
couples who live together prior to marriage are more likely to divorce 
than couples who do not, the increase in cohabitation now contends 
with that conclusion.  

However, a “marriage gap” has emerged as adults with college 
educations and solid incomes are notably more likely to be married than 
are adults with less education and lower incomes.  While couples can 
be driven to cohabit for multiple reasons, including economic struggles, 
college-educated couples tend to perceive living together more as a 
“warm-up run before the marital marathon” rather than those without 
a college degree, who “tend to do it the other way around—move in 
together, have kids and then aim for the altar”.  (Pew Research Center, 
2010; Luscombe, 2010)

With almost 50% of adults having cohabited, cohabitation is becoming 
an increasingly prevalent life transition in today’s society.  However, 
although it is not necessarily true that couples who live together prior 
to marriage will get divorced, cohabitation still does not translate into 
marital success.   In addition, the emerging “marriage gap” shows that 
aside from a lack of resources, there is a significant discrepancy in 
how cohabitation is valued and perceived.  Much of society now views 
cohabitation as an important step towards marriage, but there is no clear 
consensus of what it means for those involved and how it should unfold.
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COLLEGE-AGE COHABITERS

Dating shifts its focus from social interaction to consideration of 
possible marriage partners (intimacy vs. isolation)

TYPOLOGIES OF COLLEGE-AGE COHABITERS

PRENUPTIAL COHABITERS

Marriage is planned, but precise timing is uncertain.

These relationships could also be described as “post-engagement” 
with a mutually agreed upon list of life accomplishments needing 
completion before marriage.

TESTERS

Marriage is a possibility, but pre-engagement cohabitation 
becomes a “test” of a couple’s compatibility as they “slide” into 

cohabitation.

DRIVERS OF THIS TYPE OF COHABITATION

ALTERNATIVES

No interest in marriage, either to specific partner or in marriage as a 
social institution.  

More often post-divorce or widowhood, with those wanting a 
companion and romance without merging finances or marital failure.

CONCERNS OR FEARS THAT DRIVE CHOICE

Linus-
blanket 

cohabiters
Emancipation Convenience

Avoiding romantic 
isolation

Seek freedom from 
parental constraint

Shared duties 
and experience

Any of the 3 types can 
transition into “testers”

Fear of long-term commitment.

Fear of being tied to partner’s 
psychological problems.

Unwillingness to assume  
partner’s debits.

Unwillingess to share 
inheritance with someone of 
more modest means.

EVENT-DRIVEN

(i.e., job loss)

RELATIONSHIP DRIVEN

(i.e.,final step of dating)

50% of cohabiting couples
begin living together 
post-engagement and see 
themselves as definitely 
marriage-bound.
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PART 3

Psychological & Sociological Perspectives

Existing research in sociology and psychology pointed to current research themes, findings 
and implications related to cohabitation, outlining key differences between married and 
unmarried couples.

Shared Beliefs & Union Stability

Hohmann-Marriott (2006) examined shared beliefs about division of household labor as a 
contributing factor to union stability among both unmarried cohabiting couples and married 
couples.  Although individuals who cohabit hold more egalitarian beliefs about the division 
of household labor than those of married couples who tend to base their relationship more 
on traditional, gendered division of labor, it is not the beliefs themselves that affect stability.  
Rather, it is the similarity between the two individuals and their shared beliefs that influence 
the stability of their relationship.  (Hohmann-Marriott, 2006)  While the study pointed out 
potential differences in the beliefs of married couples and unmarried cohabiting couples, it 
emphasized the importance of ideology fit and co-creating a “shared belief system.”  (Ross & 
Mirowski, 1984; Wamboldt & Reiss, 1989)  

Typologies of Cohabitation

Gold’s (2012) overview of the current evolution and research in cohabitation provided 
background and recommendations for clinical studies by outlining the three main typologies 
of couples who cohabit: prenuptial cohabiters, “testers”, and “alternatives”.  This typology 
was adopted to create the framework for the profiles outlined in my research.  Gold further 
outlines the major implications unmarried cohabiting couples face, outlining challenges at 
individual, interrelational, and intersystemic levels.  (Gold, 2012)

Figure 2.3.1.  These 
models summarize the 
key characteristics and 
distinctions outlined 
in Gold’s overview of 
cohabitation and the main 
typologies of cohabiters.
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PART 4

Relevant Design Research & Concepts

To benchmark existing concepts and research relevant to cohabitation, 
I surveyed solutions catered towards counseling or advising couples, 
enhancing their romantic relationship, and facilitating shared living. 

Designing for Couples

Bilotta (2013), cofounder and chief product officer of Avocado, outlined 
five main tips for designing mobile experiences for couples: 1. Test and 
research to understand couples’ unique needs, 2. Keep it neutral, as 
every couple is different, 3. Make it fun, not another chore, 4. Find a 
digital way to capture all those little nonverbal moments, 5. Allow room 
for growth.  (Bilotta, 2013)



19

Content Sharing Between Couples

Many of the existing solutions designed for couples facilitate 
coordination and content sharing, centering on creating and 
documenting shared experiences.  

Sharing Experiences

HowAboutWe [http://www.
howaboutwe.com/] is an online 
membership service that targets 
both singles and couples by 
recommending date activities 
and experiences through a 
monthly DateBook. 

Sharing & Creating Content

Avocado [https://avocado.io/] is 
a mobile application that keeps 
couples stay connected through 
chat, lists, calendars, sketches, 
photos, and more.  To keep 
things playful, Avocado includes 
stickers, “hugs and kisses”, and 
customized emoticons.  (See 
also: SimplyUs, Couple, Google 
Docs)

Coordination & Scheduling

Google Calendar [https://www.
google.com/calendar] allows 
users to share their calendars 
with others, send invitations and 
track attendance, get reminders, 
and sync with other devices.  
(See also: Wunderlist 2)
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Shared Living Solutions

Embedded Technology & Generative Art

Tableau Machine is an AI-based interactive, 
visual art generator for shared living spaces 
featuring a display and an attached printer 
that interprets a living space, as detected by 
its sensors.  Designed as an alien presence, 
Tableau Machine leverages data visualization 
and generative art to convey an expression of 
the living space it monitors through complex 
images and image analysis.  (Smith, Romero, 
Pousman, & Mateas, 2008)

Shared Living Spaces

Social Apartments [http://www.social-apartment.
com/] come fully equipped with furniture and 
electronics in all the common areas, while 
providing residents with a personal bedroom 
for privacy and comfort.  Social apartments can 
provide unmarried cohabiting couples upgraded 
living by sharing in the commons with other 
couples.  Shared living solutions with other 
couples can foster a unique social environment, 
while allowing couples to still have their private 
spaces and cut down on expenses.
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Assessment Tools

Conversation Prompts

Love Map Cards [http://tinyurl.com/c4bjsmv] 
provides questions and “opportunity cards” to 
enable partners to connect and build intimacy 
and understanding.  Card decks can be a quick 
and easy way to probe couples and stimulate 
conversation as they begin to establish a shared 
identity.  (See also: IceBreak for Couples)

Conflict Resolution

Fix A Fight [https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/
fix-a-fight/id376117430?mt=8] guides couples 
through conflicts with a step-by-step process.  
The application tracks progress through 
individualized reports and check-ins, which 
can reinforce behavior over time and provide 
personal insights to those in the relationship.
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Legal Implications

The Current Legal Environment

In her analysis of the complex legal challenges around cohabitation, 
Probert (2009) pointed to viewpoints in favor of and against 
providing the same legal rights to unmarried couples cohabiting 
as couples who are married.  She examined arguments from both 
angles, possible scenarios, and provided an overview of current 
legal solutions in premarital contracts, property law, and family 
law.  (Probert, 2009)  The complexities within the current legal 
environment calls for a workaround for cohabiting couples who 
are seeking to protect themselves with the similar legal safeguards 
afforded to married couples.

Legal Aid Resources

Life Management [http://www.lifemanagement.com/fsa14.1.1795/] is 
an online resource for life transitions featuring resources for divorce 
and separation issues.  The web system provides resources for a 
series of transitional topics including cohabitation by giving real-
life examples, explaining potential scenarios, key terminology, and 
agreement options.

Divorce Solutions

Wevorce [http://wevorce.com/] is a six step legal service targeted at 
helping families transition through divorce by addressing emotional, 
financial, and legal implications of ending a marriage.  Spouses are 
guided by a single attorney-mediator rather than two attorneys, an 
approach that often results in more conflict and tension.

Figure 2.4.1.  Wevorce helps its customers transition from marriage into 
divorce through a six-step process addressing the emotional, financial, 
and legal implications of ending a marriage.
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PART 5

Value Assessment, Goal Setting, & 
Financial Planning

To design the final concept, I benchmarked and referenced existing 
financial solutions, individual and shared goal setting methods and 
services and value assessment systems. 

Financial Solutions

Finance Management Tools

Mint [https://www.mint.com/] provides a free, simple way to organize, 
categorize, and manage personal finances and investments.  
Users can link bank accounts, loans, investments and properties 
to track spending, manage budgets and goals, visualize trends, 
and discover ways to save.  The service also visualizes financial 
information to facilitate personal budgeting.  (See also: Simple, 
Google Docs - Sheets)

The Joint Bank Account

In a recent Fast Company article, Cheng (2013) provided a critique 
of the current banking system’s impersonal approach to a joint bank 
account.  She provided four major recommendations to bridging 
the gap between a bank’s business goals and its customers’ 
personal goals: (1) make the materials beautiful, (2) gamify the online 
experience, (3) establish a thoughtful onboarding experience, and 
(4) create a couples-only rewards program.  (Cheng, 2013)

Figure 2.5.1.  Mint.com makes tracking spending and managing 
finances easier for its customers by helping them visualize their 
information through a straightforward, easy-to-use interface. 
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Goal Setting Approaches

SMART Goal Setting

Kovac (2005) described the characteristics of effective 
goal setting to be S.M.A.R.T.

Specific   (or Significant) 

Measurable  (or Meaningful)

Attainable   (or Action-Oriented)

Relevant   (or Rewarding)

Time-bound  (or Trackable)

To ensure couples follow through with the shared goals 
they establish, they must think through the criteria for 
setting SMART goals.

Goal Setting Tools

GoalsOnTrack [http://www.goalsontrack.com/home] and 
Lifetick [http://www.lifetick.com/] provide robust goal 
tracking systems positioned to facilitate SMART goal 
setting.  GoalsOnTrack features categories, deadlines, 
and motivational photos that can be played in a 
slideshow to help users “subconsciously find ways to 
achieve [their] goals.”  Lifetick provides mobile access 
and helps users establish core values, which heavily tie 
to their goals.
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Setting Shared Goals (with a partner)

In his article from Psychology Today, Dr. Goldsmith 
(2010) emphasized the importance of setting goals in 
a relationship to create a direction to move towards 
and establish a strong connection.  He argued that 
happiness is derived from moving towards what one 
wants, which can be done through setting goals that are 
in alignment with each other and with each individual’s 
values, creating SMART goals, supporting each other 
through these achievements, and documenting and 
renewing goals.  (Goldsmith, 2010)  (See also: Hamm, 
2010; Coopersmith, 2010)

Implementation Intentions

Gollwitzer (1999) explained implementation intentions, 
or setting goals, as “committing oneself to reaching 
desired outcomes or to performing desired behaviors”.   
He discussed the problems often associated with 
getting started, as well as persisting and successfully 
implementing one’s intent.  His research provided 
insight into the triggers, obstacles that may occur, and 
formation of habitual responses, which are important 
considerations in enabling achievement of shared goals.  
(Gollwitzer, 1999)

Figure 2.5.2.  Both GoalsOnTrack (top) and LifeTick (bottom) provide 
robust systems to help individuals create and manage S.M.A.R.T. 
personal goals.  Their modular designs provide quick overviews of 
progress and general goal activity.
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Establishing A Shared Value System

In his Values Arrangement List, Golden (2002) provided a method of 
establishing personal values through a set of 21 life values cards and 
21 operational values cards that the user must sort and evaluate to 
redefine how the values fit into their lives.  (Golden, 2001)  Golden’s 
comprehensive set of values can easily be discussed and shared 
among couples to establish values by which they can achieve both 
their long-term aspirations, as well as how they want to carry out 
their everyday experiences.

Figure 2.5.3.  In Golden’s Values 
Arrangement List, Golden determines 21 life 
values and 21 operational values that are 
designed to help people establish their core 
value system.

Accountability
Affection
Autonomy
Competency
Courage
Courtesy
Creativity
Discipline
Drive
Fairness
Flexibility
Forgiveness
Honesty
Humor
Knowledge
Loyalty
Obedience
Order
Reason
Service
Tolerance

Operational 
Values

Achievement
Adventure
Aesthetics
Community
Equality
Fame
Family
Freedom
Fellowship
Happiness
Health
Love
Nature
Peace
Pleasure
Power
Self-worth
Social Service
Spirituality
Wealth
Wisdom

Life 
Values



process & approach
The goal of my thesis is to understand how people deal with issues of 
identity as they undergo major life transitions.  Cohabitation was selected 
as a more narrowed topic of my general research interests as it poses 
a unique, often overlooked, transition that requires two individuals to 
merge their individual identities into one that is shared and co-created.
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Exploratory Research

To understand this space further, my literature review and secondary 
research looked heavily at current research on identity and role 
transitions, current trends and statistics around cohabitation within 
and outside of the U.S., and sociology and psychology research 
regarding the types of couples who cohabit and the underlying 
implications and challenges individuals in these relationships 
face.  Examination of current research was necessary in identifying 
broader trends in identity management and role transitions to 
solidify cohabitation as an important area of study within today’s 
society.   

While psychological research laid the basis for my exploratory 
research, conducting in-depth interviews with couples provided a 
more contextually rich look at their experiences cohabiting.  A three 
part, in-depth interview helped me understand how couples begin 
to merge their lives together:

•	 A combined interview with both members of the couple 
to understand the context and background of the couple’s 
relationship.

•	 Individual interviews using directed storytelling, the critical 
incident technique and card sorting gave context to each 
person’s upbringing, individual goals, challenges faced 
with cohabitation and each person’s future outlook on the 
relationship.

•	 An in-home touchstone tour explored how the couple has 
merged their possessions and living habits in one shared space.

Figure 3.1.1.  Research participant showing items from his “man 
cave” (top), participant talking about the couple’s collection of artifacts 
from their relationship (middle), participant explaining the items from 
the card sorting exercise (bottom).
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Generative Research

Through my research findings, I identified four key design 
opportunities in which to intervene.  From there, I generated six 
concepts that addressed the different needs revealed through 
exploratory research.  Through a speed-dating process, I created 
and tested the concept storyboards, which told a narrative of how 
my proposed concepts would exist in context of a couple’s life.  To 
get a broad spectrum of feedback, I tested these storyboards with 
couples that fell within one of the three profiles, as well as couples 
who have considered or transitioned out of cohabitation.  The 
concept storyboards were tested online through crowdsourcing 
and in person.  Overall, the generative research phase helped me 
understand which needs and solutions resonated with couples to 
consider the direction with which to ultimately move forward.  

Drawing from the feedback and suggestions provided from the 
speed-dating research, I focused on creating a system to help 
couples create shared goals and manage their shared finances.  I 
followed up with a few of the participants who had participated in 
the speed-dating research to talk to them about the type of goals 
they share with their partners, how they create those goals, and how 
they manage their day-to-day expenses and finances.

Figure 3.2.1.  Storyboards used to conduct user validation research in 
the speed dating process.
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Evaluative Research

To evaluate the final concept developed, I created low-fidelity 
wireframes in the form of paper prototypes printed in black and 
white.  I conducted think aloud exercises and usability studies, 
in which I walked through the prototype with potential users and 
listened to their thoughts and feedback regarding how goals were 
set and monitored, how they would flow through information and 
content, and how they would use the system to track their finances, 
assess each other’s values, and achieve shared goals.  

After the first round of validation, I skinned the wireframes and 
added visual elements to test the initial setup process and overall 
look and feel of the prototype.  Using the clickable prototype, 
potential users walked through the initial setup process and 
navigated through the system.  This round produced feedback 
on many of the interactions that were presented and the overall 
desirability of the product.  Although usability tested as less of a 
setback, the emotional resonance and desire to interact with the 
system was an important factor in creating a service that would 
become tied so personally with users’ lives.  

The final round of testing involved a combination of A/B testing, 
where multiple versions of pages were shown side by side to 
identify preferred visual styles, layouts, and interactions, and the 
critical incident technique to gain a more qualitative assessment of 
the different layouts.  Letting users explore more openly allowed 
them to imagine themselves using the system on a normal basis.  
This, coupled with the features of the overall concept was important 
in completing the bigger picture and testing the viability of the 
product within a cohabiting relationship and household.  

Figure 3.3.1.  Findings from the think aloud tests conducted with 
paper prototypes (top), research participant evaluating a certain 
version of the design concept in A/B testing.



research & exploration
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EXPLORATORY RESEARCH

User Interviews & In-Home 
Observations

In the initial research and exploration phase, I visited 
the Pittsburgh homes of seven couples and one 
individual who had recently ended a cohabiting 
relationship to understand their stories and observe 
the homes they have created together.  Although 
I chose to specifically target young adults ranging 
from 25 years old to 35 years old, I broadened my 
scope for exploratory research to gain perspectives 
at multiple life stages. 

Couple A started dating in Jan. 2011 and have been cohabiting for 1 
year and 2 months.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

A1: M / 26 / PR & Customer Care
A2: F / 26 / Baker & Customer Care

Couple B started dating in Jan. 2010 and have been cohabiting for 1.5 
years.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

B1:  F / 26 / Web Designer
B2:  M / 26 / UNIX Operating Systems Engineer

Couple C started dating in Apr. 2008 and cohabited for 1 year.  The 
are no longer in a relationship. 

C1:  F / 31 / Environmental Non-profit Worker

Couple D started dating in Aug. 2010 and have been cohabiting for 
1.5 years.  They are currently engaged and cohabiting.

D1:  F / 25 / Non-profit Professional
D2:  M / 34 / Non-profit Professional

Couple E started dating in Jul. 2009 and have been cohabiting for 1.5 
years.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

E1:  M / 26 / Civil Servant
E2:  M / 28 / Policy Analyst

Couple F started dating in Jul. 2009 and have been cohabiting for 2.5 
years.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

F1:  F / 34 / Database Developer (previously divorced)
F2:  M / 41 / Research Programmer

Couple G started dating in Nov. 2009 and have been cohabiting for 1 
year and 2 months.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

G1:  F / 43 / Administrative Coordinator (previously divorced)
G2:  M / 44 / Senior Histotechnician (previously divorced)

Couple H started dating in Jan. 2009 and have been cohabiting for 4 
years.  They are currently unmarried and cohabiting.

H1: F / 27 / Childcare and Student
H2: M / 31 / Migrant Education Recruiter

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
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PART 1. 

Combined Interviews

Through a combined 20-minute 
interview, couples shared the story of 
their relationship, including how they 
met, how they decided to move in 
together, and how they discovered and 
set up their home.

PART 2. 

Individual Interviews

Through directed storytelling and 
the critical incident technique, the 
45-minute individual interviews gave 
participants an opportunity to talk more 
deeply about their personal motivations 
and goals, their upbringing, both the 
benefits and challenges of cohabitation, 
and their future outlook on the 
relationship.  

Couples then conducted a card sorting 
exercise, thinking through some of the 
common topics they often encounter 
and evaluating how they have changed 
as a result of cohabitation.

PART 3. 

In-home Observations

The research session ended with a 
touchstone tour of the couple’s home, 
during which the couple shared how 
they use each room, designated 
shared and personal spaces, individual 
and shared possessions, and the 
significance of various items.
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Research Findings

Progression Towards a Shared Identity

Ultimately, I discovered that along this continuum of 
categories, cohabitation drove couples to merge certain 
aspects of their lives more quickly and readily than others.  
Topics like social life, physical space, and habits and routines 
were among the challenges they constantly had to deal with 
as a couple.  

On the other end of the spectrum, topics like family, health, 
and finances remained relatively unchanged, as they 
involved a longer trajectory of planning and were not issues 
they were actively facing each day.

Additionally, while the intent of cohabitation for a couple 
is to test compatibility on all levels and to ultimately form 
a shared identity together, the unique legal implications of 
cohabitation made couples more hesitant to fully merge 
every aspect of their lives.  Finances, for example, were 
an uncomfortable topic for many couples interviewed, as 
cohabitation required sharing expenses, but many were 
hesitant about merging finances or creating a joint account.  
Interestingly, many individuals cited that establishing 
financial stability together would be critical in moving onto 
the next stage of their relationship.  

progression towards a 
shared identity

Finances PossessionsFamily Health Careersindividual identity

“I’ve gained a 
whole new family.”

“I eat a lot of 
kale now.”

“He’s a really good 
person to talk to 
about my career.”

“We don’t have a 
joint bank account, 
that’s scary!”

“Things are definitely 
better...she’s got artwork 
and a lot of cool stuff.”
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Figure 4.2.1.  Quotes 
extracted from the 
exploratory research 
interviews and arranged on 
a spectrum from categories 
that remained fairly 
individual to categories that 
were very much shared and 
merged.

Habits & 
Routines

Physical 
Space

Social 
Life

Values & 
Beliefs

Schedules & 
Time

Future 
Outlook

shared identity

“I want to have 
money saved up.”

“This is my 
man cave...”

“Definitely a change...you have 
to consider the person who is 
waiting for you at home.”

“There are friends I just 
don’t see anymore...”

“I pretty much 
took his...”

“This was important for 
us to stay together.”

“Before it was more 
nebulous, but now we 
can focus on what we 
want to do in the future.”

“It’s a complete change from 
before, but it’s definitely a 
change for the better.”
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Going to the Chapel

Marriage is planned and discussed, but the 
precise timing of the event is uncertain.

Falls in the “postengagement” category as 
marriage is contingent on a mutually agreed 
upon list of life accomplishments.

Establishing a shared identity is consciously 
considered and outlined to prepare for 
marriage.

More clearly defined as outcomes are 
dependent on completing milestones (e.g., 
paying off loans).

Testing the Waters

Marriage is a possibility, but cohabitation 
becomes a determinant of a couple’s 
compatibility.

Often event-driven (e.g., job loss) or 
relationship-driven (e.g., perceived as the 
final step in dating) as couples “slide” into 
cohabitation for convenience or finances.

Establishing a shared identity requires 
constant negotiation of roles, habits, and 
expectations.

Marked by an implicit tension as decision 
to marry or end the relationship remains 
uncertain.

On the Road Less Traveled

There is no interest in marriage to the 
specific partner or as a social institution, or it 
is not legally an option.

Companionship and a romantic relationship 
is desired without merging finances or 
risking marital failure, especially among the 
divorced or widowed.

May be inevitable, yet each individual 
prefers the sexual, domestic, and legal 
freedoms of cohabitation.

Open-ended, as it typically is agreed upon 
through consensus on expectations and 
intentions.

Marriage

Characteristics

Establishing a 
Shared Identity

Future Outlook

Profiles of Cohabiting Couples

To build off of some of the typologies introduced in my literature review, I 
drew from my primary research to extend the attributes outlined previously.   
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The majority of unmarried couples cohabiting, as well as the couples I interviewed, fall 
under the profile of “testing the waters”.  To delve deeper into how the transition unfolds 
for that specific profile, I mapped out the distinct shifts in characteristics based on my 
user interviews and observations.  This process brought to light key trends among the 
couples I interviewed, as well as highlight potential design implications and opportunities.

PRE-COHABITATION COHABITATION MARRIAGE

Understanding the Transition for Couples “Testing the Waters”

Habits and routines are re-established to 
accommodate each other’s schedules, 
preferences, and interests, often resulting in one 
person taking on habits and routines of the other.

The fit between a husband’s and wife’s ideology 
regarding expectations for household division 
of labor should be consistent, as it is extremely 
important to marital satisfaction.

The majority of the couple’s time is spent at one 
domicile over the other with the accumulation of 
one person’s possessions in the space to make 
shared time easier.

Habits & 
Routines

The majority of the couple’s time is spent with a 
shared social circle whose interests coincide with 
that of the couple.  Those that don’t fit into the 
shared social world tend to be seen less.

Those who might not otherwise marry if not 
already living together may feel social constraints 
of pressures to get married, limiting the time non-
married couples spend with married couples.

While time is often spent with mutual friends, 
those peripheral to the couple’s social circle may 
hang out separately with one or the other.Social Life

Financial gain is more clear as resources and 
expenses are now shared, but income is typically 
not merged, as it implies a certain level of 
commitment for the relationship.

For those who might not otherwise marry if not 
already living together, financial constraints can 
increase the chance of marriage.  However, for 
those considering marriage, establishing financial 
security often drives marriage.

Finances remain independent, excluding 
the expense of dates and one-off or casual 
purchases.  These costs are usually split amongst 
the couple or taken on by one person.

Finances

Direct relationship with one’s family may not 
change, but a stronger relationship typically 
emerges with the family of the significant other.

As both sides of the family are now integrated, 
focus of the family shifts to establishing a shared 
household identity for which a family can develop.

Focus is on developing the relationship with each 
other and gaining approval from one another’s 
families before taking the next major step.

Family



38

Implications of Cohabitation

While the literature cited several implications of cohabitation for 
clinical practice (Gold, 2012), the interviews demonstrated that these 
implications were important to consider from a design perspective 
as well.  These implications look at how cohabitation impacts the 
individuals involved at individual, relational (within the relationship), 
and societal (outside of the relationship) levels.  

Figure 4.2.2.  Research 
participant doing a card 
sorting exercise (left), a 
couple posing outside 
of their house (middle), 
participant showing their 
storage space in the 
basement (right).
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Individual level

Notions.  Relationship is based on love and commitment, 
not any legal constraint against leaving, but under what 
circumstances would the relationship be considered a 
sufficient enough “failure”?

Concerns.  Individuals negotiate the need for 
independence, priority of career, decision to delay 
parenting (until or if union becomes legal).

Interpersonal level

Notions.  While most persons hold preconceived notions 
of husband-wife roles, no such notions exist of live-in 
boyfriends and girlfriends.

Concerns.  Expenses are shared without merging financial 
assets; single friends are sacrificed, yet connections to 
married couples are excluded.

Intersystemic level

Notions.  Cohabiting relationships lack formal 
recognition by the legal system, medical providers, and 
health insurance companies.

Concerns.  In the case of relational dissolution, there are 
no legal safeguards for either party or no legal recourse 
for how to divide assets, address child care issues, etc.

Figure 4.2.3.  A conceptual diagram to 
understand the implications occurring at 
multiple levels for a person in an unmarried, 
cohabiting relationship. 



prototypes & 
evaluations
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GENERATIVE RESEARCH

Storyboards, Speed Dating & 
Crowdsourcing

To test out the concept directions generated from the exploratory 
phase, I developed 6 concept storyboards illustrating how the 
concepts might fit into various scenarios for a round of speed dating 
with potential users.  I conducted needs validation sessions with 
over 20 people by crowdsourcing online and through in-person 
interviews offline.  This helped guide the transition into concept 
implementation and user evaluation. 

The concepts fell under four major opportunity areas:

•	 Tracking & Coordination

•	 The Service of Cohabitation

•	 Cohabitation as Design

•	 Transition Planning

Figure 5.1.1.  Concept storyboards were shown to user 
participants both online and offline in a series of needs validation 
interviews.
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Tracking & Coordination

Target Profile: Going to the chapel

A discrete financial planning system that helps couples 
establish financial stability at a pace that is comfortable 
for them.

Needs Addressed

•	 Removes tension within the relationship around 
discussing and sharing finances

•	 Establishes a longer-term financial plan and financial 
security discretely, without having to open a joint 
bank account right away or merge finances legally

Key Findings

•	 Concept can be combined with the tool for goals and 
expectations setting into one concept that focuses 
on setting short and long term goals

•	 Should be less systematic and focused on equal 
division of all expenses and bills

Financial Planning System

Leveraging technology to track and coordinate information within the relationship

With 8 months until the wedding, 
Jess logs into the financial planning 
system she and Sam have set up to 
ensure they are meeting their goals 
to pay for the wedding and the new 
car they’ve been saving up to buy.

They started using the system a few 
months after they moved in together.  
Sam thought it would be a convenient 
way to take care of shared expenses 
without having to completely merge 
their finances.  

Each month, a portion of their 
paychecks gets redirected into their 
joint bank account which is linked 
to the system.  It has made taking 
care of shared expenses really 
convenient.  

Having a non-binding financial plan 
makes them more secure about their 
financial health.  Jess can also check 
contributions discretely to see how 
they are meeting their goals.  

Deliverable

A web service accessible through multiple channels and 
devices including smartphones and tablets.
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Target Profile: On the road less traveled

A role setting visualization system used embedded 
technology in the home to track household roles and 
coordinate schedules

Needs Addressed

•	 Increased transparency to promote awareness and 
appreciation, as well as feedback for behavior

•	 Promotes more egalitarian role setting among those 
“on the road less traveled”

Key Findings

•	 Could allow for discussions to occur more 
organically, but it should blend into the environment 
in a less obtrusive way if guests are over

Role Setting Through Visualizations

Marie and Dave have been living 
together for about 8 months now.  
They’re getting used to living 
together, but they both dread cooking 
dinner.  Today, Marie finds out it’s her 
day to cook.  

Feeling like she’s been cooking a lot 
lately, she checks the visualization 
system.  Realizing she was wrong 
and that Dave had been picking up 
the slack for the past few days, she 
quickly starts scanning for recipes.

To show Dave her appreciation for 
his taking up extra chores around 
the house, she decides to make his 
favorite dish, lasagna!  

After, she adds her contribution to 
the system just to keep a record 
and make sure they’re sticking to 
a balanced diet.  Together, her and 
Dave enjoy their meal and talk about 
their days at work.

Deliverable

Embedded technology within the household displaying 
data visualizations and generative art
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The Service of Cohabitation

Target Profile: Testing the waters

A shared housing community among couples developing 
a shared economy in common areas and household 
chores with the privacy of their own living units.

Needs Addressed

•	 Building a shared network of cohabiting couples
•	 Gain personal space, while gaining a flexible 

payment plan to manage financial planning
•	 Recognize cohabitation at a systemic level

Key Findings

•	 Confusion around the structure and layout of the 
concept--people were concerned about privacy and 
complication of more roommates

•	 Hesitation about having too many people in a shared 
space, citing the community would be too “social”

Shared Housing Community

Recognizing and servicing cohabitation on a broader scale by catering specifically to unmarried, cohabiting couples

Deliverable

Emily is in the shared, fully-stocked 
kitchen space with a few neighbors 
preparing their weekly group dinner.  
They are usually all busy, but they try 
to organize something together once 
a week, usually on Friday nights.

Meanwhile, Joseph is on his laptop 
finishing up some work in one of the 
workspaces.  He appreciates having 
some personal space from time to 
time, but is looking forward to dinner 
with the entire group.

Tonight’s dinner celebrates Gina and 
Tom, who just bought a new house.  
The flexible payment model of the 
housing community has helped them 
transition to a house they normally 
wouldn’t have been able to afford.

After dinner, Emily and Joseph head 
back to their own apartment unit to 
watch a movie together and spend 
some quality time together before 
heading to bed.

Kitchen

Dining Area

W
o

rk
sp

a
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s

Service blueprint, experience journey, online web 
system to facilitate coordination and communication
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Target Profile: On the road less traveled

An online system providing couples in domestic 
partnerships with the assistance and resources to ensure 
legal safeguards typically protected by marriage are met.

Needs Addressed

•	 Pro actively managing and anticipating potential 
consequences of major transitions or decisions

•	 Addressing and defining roles and expectations 
within the relationship

Key Findings

•	 More relevant for people who are much more 
serious in their relationship

•	 Many do not feel compelled to take legal 
precautions; the concept may need to bring 
awareness and prompt people to take action

Legal Advice & Counseling System

Deliverable

After living together for 2 years now, 
Adam and Aaron decide to take the 
next step and purchase a house 
together.  Since Aaron makes a little 
more, he ended up contributing more 
of the share to purchase their home.

While very appreciative of Aaron’s 
contribution, Adam feels they should 
draft a property agreement to 
ensure they’re both protected and 
accounted for legally, should anything 
happen to either of them.

They go to the legal advice system 
and find some property agreement 
templates that they can use.  
However, they decide to seek legal 
advice in person just to be sure they 
get everything right.

They meet with a legal advisor, who 
talks them through the property 
agreement and answers their 
questions.  Although Adam doesn’t 
anticipate any major issues, he is glad 
they have contingency plan set up.

Web service assisting a legal services clinic or advisor, 
templates, informational pamphlets or documents
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Cohabitation As Design

Target Profile: Going to the chapel

A cohabitation toolkit uses design research methods 
to promote iteration and codesign in building a shared 
identity.

Needs Addressed

•	 Mitigating consequences of role transition through 
open discussion

•	 Setting expectations up front to moderate the 
transition and reduce role strain

Key Findings

•	 Could be more useful in determining if a couple is 
ready to enter into cohabitation

•	 Heavier topics could come at later phases
•	 Should blend into the house if guests are over

Cohabitation Toolkit

Adopting common design methods to help couples co-create and iterate as they design the relationship they desire

After dinner one night, James and 
Sandra sit down at their kitchen 
counter to enjoy a glass of wine 
together.  They grab some coasters 
from the cohabitation toolkit they 
received from a friend.

The cohabitation toolkit contains 
different in-home products designed 
to be embedded within their home to 
remind them to think about some of 
their longer term goals as a couple.

Tonight, one of the questions 
relates to their career goals.  James 
mentions moving to a city with more 
startup opportunities, so he can 
get more experience managing a 
product.

Eventually, they start discussing the 
possibility of moving to San Francisco 
together, where Sandra would 
find more opportunities as a Web 
Designer.  They continue to explore 
the topics on the coasters.

Deliverable

Physical and digital artifacts including method cards, 
maps and diagrams, collage or modeling kits, etc.
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Transition Planning

Target Profile: Testing the waters

A system focused on goal-setting and outcome 
expectations by encouraging couples to set and revisit 
goals periodically.

Needs Addressed

•	 Actively co-constructing a shared identity in topics 
that take longer to merge

•	 Set expectations early on by opening and triggering 
communication

Key Findings

•	 Could be combined with the financial planning 
system to focus on short and long term goals

•	 Can exist as part of the household as well—less 
reliance on input with more flexibility for changes

Transition Planning System

Helping couples deal with the implicit challenges that arise from moving into and out of cohabitation

Josh and Amy were both hesitant 
about moving in together, but it just 
seemed to make sense for them.  
They decide to try out a new system 
recommend by Amy’s friend Angela 
and her fiance.

During her lunch break, Amy spends 
some time to thoroughly fill in her 
profile, assessing her various goals, 
ambitions and other topics that are 
important for her and Josh to think 
about long term.

After a little nudge from Amy, Josh 
does the same.  They synch up their 
5 year time line to get a sense of 
where they match up and don’t.  They 
talk about each other’s life goals, and 
start setting some goals together.

After about 9 months, Amy gets a 
reminder about her goal to save up 
for a house.  Ultimately she hopes 
to move into something more 
permanent.  She puts in an action 
item to talk to Josh about it at dinner.

Deliverable

A web service providing access through multiple 
channels and devices like smartphones and tablets.
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Overall Feedback

While concepts like the shared housing community and legal advice 
system presented scenarios that were more unique and a bit more 
challenging for users to resonate with, many felt like they could 
identify more strongly with some of the needs addressed in the 
other four concepts: the financial planning system,  cohabitation 
toolkit, role setting through visualizations, and transition planning 
system.  Many of the research participants also indicated combining 
many of the concepts as well.  For example, some couples could 
see themselves setting financial goals together more so than some 
of the softer relationship milestones.

Many of the critiques also brought to light the unique relational 
needs of couples.  Users pushed the concepts to be less systematic 
and robotic, less reliant on heavy user input and micro-managing, 
and less focused on streamlining and dividing tasks and finances 
down the middle.  While they recognized how technology could 
help them in their relationships, many couples felt it was important 
to have interactions that were organic, more personal, and enabled 
flexibility and change.  They didn’t want information to overwhelm 
and stress them out more, rather they saw it as opportunity to be 
inspired and talk about shared goals together.  
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Design Recommendations

To capture the feedback and suggestions from the 
needs validation sessions, I created a set of design 
recommendations to keep in mind as I began 
developing the final concept. 

1. Interactions should be organic and personal, rather 
than systematic and robotic.

2. Less focus on equal division of finances and task 
contributions, and more focus on completing 
shared goals and tasks.

3. Less reliance on input and structure, and more 
opportunities for topics and discussions to occur 
organically and allow change.

4. Less focus on tracking and keeping tabs, and more 
focus on showing appreciation through awareness.

5. Topics of discussion should inspire and motivate, 
rather than stress and overwhelm.

6. Prompts within the household should enable 
privacy when it is not desired, but be readily 
available when it is.
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Concept Framework
Drawing from existing goal-setting tools and recommendations on creating shared goals with one’s 
partner as references, I created a framework to guide my approach to designing the system.

1. Establish your core values
Identify and rank the core life values and 
operational values that are important to you 
and your relationship.

2. Establish a shared set of values
Share these values with each other.  Discuss 
what overlaps and what doesn’t, and together, 
come up with a shared set of values.

3. Set goals that reinforce your values
Create a set of goals (individual and collective) that 
reinforce these shared values in your relationship.  
(The couple’s trajectory depends on the position 
of their relationship.  As it progresses, the shared 
time line continues to get built out.)

4. Visualize and make S.M.A.R.T. goals
Use images to visualize what success might 
look like. Write and set goals that are specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound.

5. Track progress of goals
Identify the tasks or actions needed to achieve 
your goals.  Consider leveraging technology 
to reduce input and track progress.

6. Make goals visible and revisit
Display goals and progress in common 
areas often encountered.  Use triggers to 
revisit goals often and adjust as needed.  
Gain individual access on mobile devices.

7. Track progress with visual updates
Progress meters track measurable results.  Visual 
updates through content and media can motivate 
and provide a sense of accomplishment.  Continue 
setting, editing and renewing values and goals.
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EVALUATIVE RESEARCH

Think Aloud, Usability, 
Desirability, & A/B Testing

To begin piecing together the final design, I started 
moving through the framework created by visualizing 
and conceptualizing information in different 
ways.  Referencing Golden’s established Values 
Arrangement List and S.M.A.R.T goal-setting systems, 
I was able to leverage a standard set of information I 
wanted to conceptualize.  

Think Aloud Exercises & Usability Tests

In my first iteration of evaluation, I created a set of 
low-fidelity paper prototypes, wireframes printed 
in black and white, to test with potential users in a 
series of think aloud exercises.  

These exercises evaluated the thought process 
by which users would move through the content 
displayed and drew out critical observations as to 
how information was prioritized and displayed.

Figure 5.4.1.  User walking through the 
initial setup process (top), user thinking 
through the shared profile page (bottom).
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In the initial setup process, an individual user enters basic profile information and 
then proceeds to evaluate and rank his or her individual core life values—the values 
associated with long-term goals—and operational values—the values that drive how a 
person carries out everyday experiences.  Once values are established individual, the 
couple will then compare the results to establish a shared set of values.

Initial Setup Process

Key Findings

•	 People were slightly overwhelmed by the number of values they had to rank and 
prioritize—they weren’t sure how they would go about ranking them

•	 Users suggested ranking values for their partners as well in order to provide 
additional data points and to gauge how these values might change for their partner

•	 The way the system pulled together a shared set of values was unclear to users

Resolution

•	 To make the value ranking process less precise, users now arrange the values in a 
more open-ended spectrum ranging from high to low, rather than in distinct buckets

•	 The initial setup process now asks each user to rank his or her individual values, as 
well as how his or her partner might rank the same values

•	 To clarify the value aggregation process, values are now displayed and ordered 
based on their average ranking with its individual scores shown next to it
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In the initial set up process, both 
users are provided with lists 
of life values and operational 
values to rank according to their 
individual values and beliefs.

Once both parties have ranked 
their individual values, the 
system arranges the list based 
on the average rank so the 
couple can establish a shared set 
of values.
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Once the couple completes the initial setup process and creates both individual and 
shared profiles, they can track their activity on the main dashboard page.  This page 
serves as their home page, featuring recent updates and upcoming items.  Their profile is 
defaulted to their shared page where they can view the core values they established as 
well as their achievements.  The individual profile page allows each person to update his 
or her value ranking and track individual activity.

Navigating the Dashboard & Profile Pages

Key Findings

•	 Users didn’t like the scroll down format of the dashboard—they are accustomed to 
seeing all the information at one time, rather than having to scroll through a lengthy 
summary of activity. 

•	 The placement of the activity feed was confusing and unconventional—users 
expected to see the activity feed on the side of a page, secondary to the 
information displayed, or on a separate page altogether.

•	 Language used in some sections were too academic—people had a hard time 
understanding terms such as “life values” and “operational values”

Resolution

•	 The information on the dashboard was condensed to show only key summaries of 
content or upcoming tasks related to their goals

•	 The activity feed was moved from the dashboard and profile pages to exist on a new 
page in the system altogether

•	 The language was edited to display “what we value in life” in place of “life values” 
and “how we live each day” in place of “operational values”
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The dashboard provides 
a summary of everything 
happening, including the 
couple’s active goals, financial 
summary, upcoming payments, 
and activity feed.

The financial summary gives an 
overview of the couple’s financial  
contributions and payments. 

The dashboard highlights a 
couple’s active goals, displaying 
percentage completion and 
number of tasks to do.
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The goals page is where couples can create and track shared goals together.  It displays 
a list of all their active goals, a general time line of each goal, and their progress towards 
completion.  Each goal can be expanded to show the image associated with the goal, the 
major tasks to complete, and activity associated with the goal. 

Creating and Managing Goals

Key Findings

•	 The granularity of the goals tracked was unclear, as the sample goal sub tasks 
showed tasks to varying scales 

•	 Measurement of progress was unclear, making the progress meter less meaningful

•	 People wanted to see progress of goals broken down individually, as well as jointly, 
especially of there were tasks assigned to both members of the couple—they liked 
having a little bit of competition as motivation

Resolution

•	 Users were given more ownership over how their goals were measured and tracked 
in order to allow them to define the granularity of each goal

•	 Progress measurements were broken down into user-selected tracking methods: 
completion of tasks or milestones, amount of money saved, miles traveled, etc. 

•	 An additional progress bars were added an displayed in the goals overview to show 
joint or individual progress of each goal
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Goals are divided into tasks, 
which drive progress and make 
each goal more achievable.

Users can also create a new 
goal on this page and view 
a slideshow of active and 
accomplished goals to stay 
inspired.

Goals can be expanded or 
condensed to maximize space.

The goals page provides an 
overview of the couple’s active 
and accomplished goals.

Each goal created is further 
broken down to enable SMART 
goal setting.
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The finances page allows couples to manage their shared finances by tracking upcoming 
recurring payments, total contributions made towards specific goals, as well as past 
payments.  At a secondary level, each person can manage their individual contributions 
and track their own spending.

Managing Shared Finances

Key Findings

•	 It was unclear whose overview and contributions the user was viewing; users initially 
thought the page was displaying individual contributions rather than shared 

•	 Users were confused with a total goal contributions chart that included monthly 
recurring payments since they did not consider recurring bills as goals 

•	 The overall priority and ranking of information was overall unclear and random

•	 People felt the individual goal contribution charts could get overwhelming to scroll 
through if there were several goals set up 

•	 The difference between goal payments and recurring payments was unclear

Resolution

•	 An option to toggle between shared and individual views was added
•	 A high level chart of all financial activity for the month was displayed to give the 

couple a summary of everything happening
•	 The information was prioritize to focus on: 1. showing where money was going, 2. 

tracking goals, 3. viewing all activity
•	 The ability to minimize goal contribution charts was added for more flexibility
•	 Language was clarified to avoid confusing between different types of payment 
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The finance page helps couples 
manage their shared expenses 
without explicitly merging their 
finances.

An overview of the couple’s 
financial contributions help them 
keep track of bills and goals.

The system enables couples to 
link their accounts and track 
payments outside the system.
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Desirability Tests

In the next phase of evaluative research, users were prompted to 
interact with and test a skinned, clickable prototype on the screen.  
Because the think aloud exercises helped to address the design of 
the core functions in more detail, I left this phase more open-ended 
and less guided, testing the desirability of the experience overall.  
This allowed users to explore the site as if they were interacting with 
it to track their own values, goals, and expenses.  In this modified 
approach to desirability testing, users were prompted with questions 
to gain feedback on the appearance, ease of use, motivation and 
overall quality of the experience.

Figure 5.4.2.  A couple 
interacting with the 
prototype, explaining their 
reactions in terms of the 
overall desirability of the 
interface and concept.
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Appearance

The majority of the feedback was around the visual 
appearance and desirability of the design:

•	 Users felt the system was too clinical and wanted 
more focus on showcasing and visualizing 
shared values and experiences

•	 While they thought the visualizations were very 
clean and simple to decipher, the wanted to feel 
compelled to interact with it over time.  

•	 Users felt more visual narratives of the couple’s 
achievements could reflect the love and 
personality of the relationship more

Ease of Use

This category took into account how easily users 
could move through the system:

•	 The inconsistency in the system’s voice through 
some users off (e.g., “your financial overview” vs. 
“what we value in life”)

•	 Users wanted to be able to filter or sort goals 
based on various criteria; they felt this would 
make it easier to navigate the content in a more 
personal way
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Motivation

This section looked at the users’ motivations to 
participate and interact with the system:

•	 Users wanted the system to be more playful and 
light-hearted—they felt the interactions were 
fairly static and hoped for more personality

•	 They wanted the process for ranking values to 
be more open-ended and less rigid; they felt 
intimidated by having to assign each value a rank

Quality

Some users brought up critical questions regarding 
the overall transition:

•	 Is there a pre-assessment phase?  Can this 
system help determine if a couple is ready for 
this transition before the fact?

•	 What happens if the couple’s values don’t match 
at all?  What feedback or recommendations 
would the couple receive to help them through 
the transition?
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A/B Testing & Critical Incident Technique

Feedback received from the desirability tests was helpful in driving 
the final iteration of the prototype.  However, there were several 
approaches to creating a more visual and playful way for couples 
to engage with the service.  To address the feedback and get a 
sense of what most users would prefer, I created different layouts of 
the same screens, as well as tested different forms of interactions 
in a modified round of A/B Testing, in which I leveraged the critical 
incident technique to gain a more qualitative perspective from users.

Instead of randomizing the order the screens were shown or 
randomly select certain users to receive one version of a screen 
versus another, I presented similar screens one after another 
comparing similar content in different formats.  This process allowed 
me to gauge a consensus on which visual styles and interactions 
were most approachable and appropriate for the content displayed. 

Figure 5.4.3.  Research participant pointing to her preference for 
having progress bars in a linear format (top), walking through the 
activities page with another research participant (bottom).



64

Establishing Individual and Shared Values

A. Ordering values within high-medium-low buckets B. Ranking values over a spectrum from high to low

Two different layouts were tested to understand how users would rank and prioritize their 
values.  One layout featured a more structured ranking system, while the other layout 
allowed users to spread the values around more loosely.  

Users preferred Design A when re-visiting their values or 
evaluating their final ranking decisions.

However, to initially rank and sort through the different 
values, users preferred Design B, as it required them to be a 
little less rigid in how they arranged the cards.
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Display of Dashboard Content

A. Displaying activity in a timeline format B. Displaying activity in a pin board format

To bring more emphasis to the visual narratives within the couple’s life, I changed the 
dashboard into a main activities page, emphasizing all the events in the couple’s life.  I 
tested two ways to visualize the content: a timeline design and a pin board design.

Many users disliked the two column timeline in Design A.  
However, they thought the progress bars were helpful in 
emphasizing what goals needed to be addressed.

Users enjoyed the visual nature of Design B, citing it as 
“inspirational”, but found it less functional in tying the images 
back to a specific goal or action.



final concept & design
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Overview

co.habits is a web platform that helps couples initiate those 
important conversations early in their relationship to establish a 
mutual value system.  By discussing and establishing a shared set 
of values and core beliefs, the system helps couples aspire to and 
achieve major milestones and life goals together.  

Through a flexible goal-setting and financial system, couples 
merge aspects of their lives at a pace that is comfortable for 
them.  While the system celebrates the achievement of shared 
goals, the inherent flexibility of the system’s design helps couples 
grow together and reassess priorities as aspects of their lives and 
relationship change.  The following pages outline the core features 
of the service.
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Value Assessment

The service is centered around a value assessment system that 
allows couples to:

•	 reflect and assess both their aspirational values (“what they 
value in life”) and operational values (“how they choose to live”)

•	 actively discuss and evaluate their values to communicate 
expectations and desired outcomes for the relationship, 
ultimately defining a core set of values to build a shared identity

•	 continually reassess values and re-adjust as priorities evolve

CREATE ACCOUNT ACCOUNT DETAILS WHAT I VALUE
WHAT MY 

PARTNER VALUES
HOW I LIVE

HOW MY 
PARTNER LIVES

PROFILE COMPLETE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Arrange the values 
associated with your long 
term life aspirations as they 
would relate to you.

Arrange the values 
according to how they 
might relate to your partner.

Fill in your contact info.  We’ll 
send an e-mail to your partner 
to help him/her get set up.

Make it personal: fill in detials 
about yourself and customize 
your account with an image.

Your profile is complete.  We’ll 
get back to you when your 
partner has done the same.

Arrange the values associated 
with how you carry out your 
everyday experiences.

Arrange the values 
according to how you think 
your partner carries out his 
or her everyday experiences.
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Value cards can be scattered 
and arranged to help users think 
through the process.

1

1

Values are arranged along a 
spectrum from high to low, 
leaving it open ended for the user.  
Once submitted, co.habits ranks 
and organizes the value cards.

2

2 The ranking from both individuals 
are aggregated and averaged 
to help you set shared values 
together.  Couples can use this to 
initiate discussion, making edits 
and creating their own value 
definitions as they see fit.

3

3
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A Shared Identity

The service drives couples to co-created a shared identity through a 
joint profile page that:

•	 outlines the aspirational and operational values the couple has 
established and defined as core to their relationship 

•	 tracks the couple’s past achievements, active goals, and future 
aspirations through an inspiration wall of images

•	 enables each individual to access his or her personal profile to 
manage individual value ranking and activity

•	 allows couples to constantly edit and re-asses as their 
relationship and values grow together

Figure 6.1.1.  On the 
individual profile pages, users 
can revisit their personal 
rankings of their aspirational 
and operational values, as well 
as view and manage personal 
contributions to the system.
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From the couple’s shared 
profile page, each person can 
still access their individual 
profile pages to see specific 
value ranking and activity.

1

The profile’s navigation pane 
allows the user to customize 
what’s visible or not visible 
at any given time.

2

The couple can also use the 
wall to collect and share 
images to inspire future 
goals.

3

1

2

3
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Goal Setting & Tracking

The service celebrates achievements through a goal setting system 
that empowers couples to:

•	 co-create shared goals based on established values with the 
ability to further subdivide goals individually

•	 measure and track progress through a range of metrics 
(e.g., amount of money accumulated, hours spent on activity, 
completion of tasks or milestones, etc.)

•	 set images to help the couple focus on and envision a shared 
future and be visually inspired towards achievement

Figure 6.1.2.  Users can use 
co.habits to create a new goal or 
re-initiate a previously saved goal.  
The template allows users to upload 
or pull in an image from content 
sites like Google or Pinterest and 
ensures the goals created are 
S.M.A.R.T.
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The couple’s shared values 
can be accessed directly 
from the goals page to help 
couples create goals that 
strengthen those values.

1

A slide show of the couple’s 
achievements and goals 
helps keep them inspired 
and motivated.

2

A series of icons enables 
users to view goal details, 
edit, view the activity 
timeline, view the gallery of 
images associated with the 
goal, save and revisit a goal 
later, and expand the view.

3

1

2

3
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Wealth Management

The service accommodates to the unique financial needs of a 
cohabiting couple through a finance planning tool that allows 
couples to:

•	 track financial goals and spending without immediately merging 
individual finances

•	 focus on achieving shared goals and set individually specified 
goal contributions

•	 manage spending efficiently by linking accounts to recurring 
goal payments and tracking day-to-day spending

Figure 6.1.3.  A 
goal account can 
be created for 
each financial 
goal.  This allows 
couples to track 
specific spending in 
smaller widgets and 
separate out financial 
contributions.
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To help couples approach 
the topic of finances, 
co.habits provides them 
with tips and advice to help 
them get started.

1

At a secondary level, 
couples can manage the 
details of their finances, 
such as how much each 
person is contributing to 
various goals and bills.

2

Each financial goal gets a 
separate goal account and 
widget to allow couples 
to drill down on detailed 
spending habits if desired.

3

1

2

3
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Visual Inspiration & Activity

The service drives and inspires activity within the relationship by 
allowing couples to:

•	 visually track each other’s activity through a main activity page 
that aggregates content within the entire system

•	 easily upload or add images from all connected devices
•	 quickly monitor recurring payments and activities or items 

directed at progressing goals or driving future goals

Financial Activity

Financial activity posts track bill 
payments and goal contributions.  
Recurring activity will be 
automatically posted with the goal’s 
cover image.

Inspirational Activity Goal-Driven Activity

Inspirational activity is encouraged 
and driven by the couple to help 
keep aspirations top of mind, even if 
it is not currently an active goal.

Goal-driven activity directly drives 
progress of one of the couple’s active 
goals.  Couples are encouraged 
to share progress visually to stay 
motivated and inspired.
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co.habits reminds couples 
every 6 months to revisit 
and re-assess their values 
and goals in case things 
have changed.

1

Upcoming activity on the 
left panel helps couples 
keep track of items they may 
need to address.

2

A visual activity feed helps 
couples keep track of each 
other’s activity while staying 
inspired and motivated.

3

1

2

3
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Technology Integration

The service keeps goals front of mind and effectively tracks and 
manages progress by leveraging:

•	 smart mobile devices to track individual goals on-the-go, as well 
as drill down and get reminders on tasks or actions

•	 embedded technology within the household to ensure couples 
don’t lose sight of their larger aspirations

•	 personal tracking devices to easily track goals and reduce 
tedious data input from the user
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Relationship Assessment

how do we know if we are ready to co.habit? 

Moving in together can be a big step in your relationship.  Here are some important questions 
to ask yourself before you make this decision together.

•	 How do I feel with this person in general?
•	 Is s/he responsive to me?  Does s/he accept influence from me?
•	 Is s/he there when I reach out and need him/her?
•	 Does s/he hear me when I’m scared, hurt or sad, and can s/he relieve my distress?
•	 Do I feel valued and that what I have to say matters?
•	 Do I feel emotionally safe to talk about anything?  To say what I really feel or wish for, even 

if my partner may disagree?
•	 Do we learn from each other and grow as a couple? 

what if our values don’t match? 

While this does not necessarily mean that you are incompatible or should not be together, 
this could potentially be a sign that you are on diverging paths in life.  Use this as a point of 
discussion and an opportunity to work through these conflicts together.

•	 Spend more time together and focus on building your relationship with each other
•	 Sort through your differing views; this involves having a dialog in which each person feels 

safe enough to express his or thoughts and feelings
•	 If you take your relationship seriously, then recognize that you’ll need to work at this
•	 Try to understand why your values may conflict and revisit them often to see if you are 

growing in this relationship together

The service recognizes that this cohabitation is not always a seamless transition.  For those seeking 
additional advice, an assessment section helps couples evaluate the trajectory of their relationship. 

Figure 6.1.4.  Relationship 
assessments are pulled 
from work published by 
accredited psychologists to 
help couples sort through 
questions and make sense 
of the information they are 
gaining from the system. 
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Scenarios

To understand how a couple might use and incorporate co.habits into their life, the following scenarios 
show Sam and Jessica’s experience co.habits throughout various stages of their relationship.

After dating for almost a year, Jessica and Sam decide to 
take the next step in their relationship and move in together.

Jessica talks through the decision with her friend Amy.  
Amy tells Jessica about co.habits, a tool she and her fiance 
Adam have used to ease their experience cohabiting.

Later that night, Jessica and Sam take a look at co.habits 
together.  They decide to try it out and start by setting up 
their individual profiles and assessing their values.

They start discussing the values they share, identifying and 
defining what is important in their relationship.  Together, 
they create their first goal of finding an apartment together!

PART ONE

Setup & Value Assessment
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After settling into their new apartment, Jessica and Sam use 
co.habits to reflect on what they have accomplished in the 
past few months.

They discuss their aspirations for the year.  Jessica has 
been thinking of switching into a career in web design.  Sam 
suggests she add that to co.habits as a goal.

Jessica creates a new goal, “get a web designer job”.  She 
includes key milestones like “create a portfolio” and “update 
resume” and sets her goal timeline to one year.

Over the course of the year, co.habits helps Jessica stay on 
top of her career goals.  With Sam on the system also, he 
can continue to support Jessica through the process.

PART TWO

Goal Setting & Tracking
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After one year of living together, Jessica and Sam are 
prompted by co.habits’ semiannual reminder to reassess 
their goals and values.

As they begin to discuss their values, talk of finances arises.  
They don’t currently merge their finances, but they agree 
that establishing financial security is important as a couple.

They decide to open a joint bank account to simplify their 
expenses and better manage their finances.  With co.habits, 
they can begin to set long term financial goals together.

After opening a joint bank account, they link it to co.habits.  
By contributing a set amount to their joint bank account 
each month, they can confidently manage their finances.

PART THREE

Merging & Sharing Finances



conclusion
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Reflection & Evaluation

When I initially began my thesis, I set out to explore how people managed their 
identity--how it developed over time through different experiences and how it 
shifted and changed as people moved through different life transitions.   In the 
process of narrowing my topic further, I was drawn to the home as an environment 
to study, as it was the site of the most intimate facet of one’s identity.  From there, 
cohabitation among unmarried couples quickly emerged as a topic of interest, 
as it created a unique dynamic where two individuals negotiated their own 
independence to develop and create a shared identity with someone he or she 
loved.

Through my design approach, I explored the various stages of cohabitation, 
including the events and decisions that often precede that stage in a relationship 
and the resulting outcomes of that transition.  The final design solution took these 
unique situations and outcomes to serve as a constant moderator throughout the 
process.  With co.habits, I wanted to create a service that supported couples into 
and through cohabitation, ultimately setting a couple up to successfully build a 
shared identity together and adapt to changing values and goals over time.  Many 
of the couples I interviewed showed me how easy it was to get caught up in the 
issues of their day-to-day and lose sight of the bigger picture.  Through co.habits, 
couples can capture and reflect on their experiences, while continually assessing 
and building a shared future together.

The user interactions and research phases were extremely insightful in bringing to 
light the unique needs of those in the context of a loving, cohabiting relationship.   
Unlike other identities a person may take on, the identity assumed within this role 
prioritizes personal meaning over productivity and efficiency.  People loved that the 
system could help them manage finances and goals, but what they really wanted 
was a place where they could create and grow their relationship, to create meaning 
and values for something born out of love.  They wanted a service that captured 
the playfulness and personality of the relationship, which I believe really began to 
show through after rounds of iterations.
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Ultimately, co.habits not only fills a large gap among existing solutions, but it also 
provides a robust system that triggers and motivates couples to think about the 
larger relational implications of cohabitation.  While co.habits meets the more 
concrete needs of helping couples achieve goals and manage finances, it is the 
more abstract need of assessing their values over time that truly drives a couple 
into developing a set of core values to co-construct a shared identity.  While many 
of these topics are filled with challenging conversations around finances and long-
term expectations, co.habits leaves this process open-ended and flexible, helping 
couples achieve these major milestones in their lives at a pace that suits them.

While I do have a comprehensive vision of how this service would fit into the lives 
of an unmarried, cohabiting couple and before, during, and after cohabitation, 
there are a few issues that still remain unresolved.  One of the components of the 
system mentioned, but not fully explored was how embedded technology would 
fit in with the overall system and within the household.  This was an idea I was 
interested in bringing into the concept, but chose to de-prioritize as it would exist 
more peripherally to main web system.  I also did not get a chance to test and 
evaluate the prototype over an extended period of time in order to assess how this 
would realistically fit into a couple’s habits and routines.  Although scenarios were 
leveraged to imagine possible futures, it is challenging to fully anticipate the needs 
that would arise for a couple over time.

Lastly, an area that was often discussed but not addressed in the final design was 
how to transition couples out of the system or out of a cohabiting relationship 
once they chose to end their union.  This was a critical area that was considered, 
but within the context of the project, it would have been a challenging component 
to test and prototype.  I also chose not to prioritize this component, as I wanted 
to ensure I focused on helping a couple co-create a shared identity.  However, if 
this was considered or extended in a future study, this aspect of co.habits could 
be tested in longer term longitudinal studies or through interview sessions with 
couples after the dissolution of their cohabiting relationship.
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Overall, I believe this project opens the door for other designers to explore 
cohabitation as a context for design.  Through my research process, I uncovered 
a vast array of unique design opportunities and implications that make this topic 
a contextually rich area to explore.  Cohabitation is still a fairly recent trend within 
today’s society.  Many people are shifting their attitudes about moving in with their 
partner before they make their union official, potentially creating great ripples in 
how society moves through major life stages and how society views marriage as an 
institution. 

Additionally, my thesis really opened my eyes to designing for a very special set of 
users.  As designers, it is easy to get caught up in creating different features and 
focusing on the details of an interface, but the design process throughout the year 
taught me several important lessons about designing for couples.

•	 Show the Love - While they do have very practical needs that should be met, 
they want the products and services they share to reflect the personality, 
intimacy, and love of their relationship.  

•	 Let it Grow Naturally - The way their relationship grows is very organic, and 
the services a couple uses should be open-ended enough to customize and 
personalize, as well as remain adaptable to foster this flexibility.  

•	 Make it Playful - The unique dynamic within a romantic relationship needs to 
be captured in the interactions.  Couples want to be motivated to use a product 
that is playful and meaningful, not one that is input heavy and robotic.

•	 Focus on Experiences - The experiences a couple share are really the driving 
forces of their relationship.  Play to those experiences and create ways for 
couples to reflect on and celebrate those moments and achievements.

Design Recommendations
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Summary

My thesis looks at how young adults merge and negotiate a shared identity by 
moving into and out of an unmarried cohabiting situation.  Through a combination 
of exploratory interviews and in-home observations coupled with current research 
and trends in cohabitation, I drew out the key implications and opportunity areas 
in which design could intervene and help couples cohabiting merge and negotiate 
the various aspects of their lives.  

The final concept delivered, co.habits, delivers a comprehensive service centered 
around a set of core values that a couple works together to establish.  By 
reflecting and reassessing these values throughout their relationship, co.habits 
enables couples to set and manage shared goals that reinforce their core 
values.  A financial management tool and integration with a network of devices 
allow the couple to easily track their goals, focusing on shared experiences and 
achievements rather than heavy user input.

Overall, while the system helps keep goals front of mind, it more importantly, 
fosters communication within the cohabiting relationship, as it grows with the 
couple through the transition.  co.habits is designed to be flexible and organic, 
focusing on helping its users develop a shared identity together and reassess 
their values as things change and evolve.  Although achievements should be 
celebrated, co.habits helps couples prioritize what’s important in their life, rather 
than completing every single goal.  As societal views on cohabitation and marriage 
continue to change and evolve, couples can no longer rely on outdated models 
of marriage.  With co.habits, they can start from a clean slate and build a shared 
future together. 
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Future Outlook

As a standalone service, co.habits relies heavily on its users and their referrals 
to gain traction and bring couples to the site.  However, critical partnerships with 
existing services, could extend this project further both in how it serves its users 
and how it is funded.  Couples therapy and counseling centers can leverage 
co.habits as a robust counseling tool to help their clients and patients manage 
and assess their relationship on a day-to-day basis.  Financial institutions can 
also benefit from using co.habits to cater towards the unique relational needs of 
couples, especially those considering opening a joint bank account together and 
potentially planning major purchases together.  

Another direction I would be interested in pursuing is to address the more specific 
demographic needs inherent in the widening marriage gap present in today’s 
society.  The marriage gap has shown that those with less education and lower 
incomes are not only less likely to be married than those with college educations 
and good incomes, but also that they lack the flexibility and conflict resolution skills 
that help them succeed in a relationship.  By providing more resources and access 
to skills needed for relationship success, co.habits can take a more active role in 
bridging both the marriage gap and the socioeconomic gap that currently exists.  
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Initial Exploration.  To begin exploring and 
narrowing down my thesis topic, I created a 
series of mind maps, looking at potential topics 
in familial relationships, as well as multiple 
transitions involving relocation.
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Who Cohabitates?

1990: 3,155,400 couples cohabiting, 
2000: 5,218,492 couples cohabiting, 
2008: 6,212,762 couples cohabiting

•	 44% of adults (and more than half of 30- to 49-year-olds) say 
they have cohabited at some point

•	 There was a 13% increase in couples living together from 2009 
to 2010. Eventually they attributed the sharp increase to the 
recession: these newly formed couples were less likely to have 
jobs. So, people are living together because they don’t have 
enough money to live alone, but they aren’t going to get married 
until they have enough money.

•	 The percentage of women in their late 30s who report having 
cohabited at least once rose from 30% in 1987 to 48% in 1995.

•	 Cohabitation tends to be selective of people of slightly lower 
socioeconomic status, usually measured in terms of educational 
attainment or income (Bumpass & Lu 1999, Nock 1995, Thornton 
et al 1995). The percentage of 19- to 44-year-old women who 
have cohabited at some point is almost 60% among high school 
dropouts versus 37% among college graduates (Bumpass & Lu 
1999).

•	 Cohabitation tends to be selective of people who are slightly 
more liberal, less religious, and more supportive of egalitarian 
gender roles and nontraditional family roles.

•	 Recent data show that 45% of white and black and 40% of Latino 
women ages 19–44 have cohabited
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Drivers in the 
Increase in 

Cohabitation

ECONOMIC 
DRIVERS

“FEEDBACK 
LOOPS”

CULTURAL 
CHANGES

THE “SEXUAL” 
REVOLUTION

individual goal 
attainment

religious adherence

removal of the stigma 
surrounding sexual 
relations before marriage

high aggregate levels 
of marital disruption 
show people through 
observation or experience 
that marriage may not be 
permanent

•	 broader changes 
caused by 
industrialization

•	 women’s changing roles
•	 shifts in attitudes about 

gender roles
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Process Diagrams.  Sketching and 
mapping out the process helped 
me map out the overall information 
design of the service, as well as 
how information is laid out and 
presented.
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